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Abstract 
Research on journalists’ characteristics, values, attitudes and role perceptions has 
expanded manifold since the first large-scale survey in the United States in the 1970s. 
Scholars around the world have investigated the work practices of a large variety of 
journalists, to the extent that we now have a sizeable body of evidence in this regard. 
Comparative research across cultures, however, has only recently begun to gain 
ground, with scholars interested in concepts of journalism culture in an age of 
globalisation. As part of a wider, cross-cultural effort, this study reports the results of 
a survey of 100 Australian journalists in order to paint a picture of the way journalists 
see their role in society. Such a study is important due to the relative absence of large-
scale surveys of Australian journalists since Henningham’s (1993) seminal work. This 
paper reports some important trends in the Australian news media since the early 
1990s, with improvements in gender balance and journalists now being older, better 
educated, and holding more leftist political views. In locating Australian journalism 
culture within the study’s framework, some long-held assumptions are reinforced, 
with journalists following traditional values of objectivity, passive reporting and the 
ideal of the fourth estate.  
 
Introduction 
Ever since the early days of journalism research has the journalist as a subject of inquiry been of 
interest to the academic research community (for example, White’s (1950) study of Mr Gates). But 
while sociological models to research journalism practice have been at the forefront of journalism 
studies since the 1920s (Zelizer, 2004: 47), it was not until the 1970s that the first comprehensive and 
representative study of journalists in one country was conducted. Johnstone et al.’s (1976) study, for 
the first time, was able to paint a picture of who American news people were, what their demographic 
background was and how they thought about certain issues. This survey has since been replicated in 
the US by the well-known studies conducted under the guidance of David Weaver and G. Cleveland 
Wilhoit (1986, 1996; Weaver et al., 2007), enabling us to not only arrive at a general portrait of 
journalists there but also to make historical comparisons over a 40-year timeframe. In a wider context, 
the American studies provided a starting point for other similar efforts around the world, with Weaver 
(1998) producing a comparison of journalistic demographics and work practices across 21 countries 
and regions, including a profile of Australian journalists, based on a study undertaken in 1992 
(Henningham, 1998). These were followed by various other survey-based studies, reporting results 
from a diverse number of countries and regions (eg. Herscovitz, 2004; Hanitzsch, 2005; Ramaprasad, 
2001). Increasingly, such surveys were used to make comparisons across countries and cultures, 
because, as Weaver (1998) pointed out, while there were a certain number of similarities in how 
journalism was practised around the world, important differences still existed. One such example, 
which has been documented by a number of scholars, lies in the differences between Anglo-American 
and German journalism practices (Donsbach, 2003; Esser, 1998; Köcher, 1986; Wilke, 2003).  
Yet while there now exists a large variety of studies from around the world which provide us 
with a glimpse of journalists’ backgrounds, values, beliefs, attitudes and role perceptions, a common 
conceptual approach to differentiating between these countries and their journalists’ has been missing 
from the analysis (Hanitzsch, 2007). One limitation of Weaver’s (1998) collection was the fact the 
included studies were all conducted separately, with slightly differing frameworks, methodologies, 
sample sizes and survey instruments. In order to enhance comparative journalism studies on the 
conceptual level, therefore, German journalism scholar Thomas Hanitzsch (2007) thus developed an 
approach which would enable researchers to conduct the same surveys using the same methodology in 
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a number of countries around the world, in order to try to find out more about journalism culture in an 
increasingly globalised world.  
The project, named Worlds of Journalisms (www.worldsofjournalisms.org), created a 
network of researchers in 19 culturally diverse countries around the world, including Australia, 
Austria, Brazil, Bulgaria, Chile, China, Egypt, Fiji, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, Mexico, Romania, 
Russia, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, Uganda and the United States. This, for the first time, would 
allow for a standardised comparison of journalists’ characteristics, attitudes, views and role 
perceptions in these countries. Importantly, the project put culture at the centre of its inquiry, which 
was deemed particularly important in order to test evidence the “onward march of globalisation 
coincides with a convergence in journalistic orientations and practices” (Hanitzsch, 2007: 367). It is 
anticipated that the project will develop important knowledge and suggestions for future research in 
comparative journalism research. While the project is still ongoing, with the first results due to be 
published in 2009, this paper will report the results of the Australian sample for the purpose of 
identifying the type of journalism culture that exists in this country and in order to update previous 
studies into Australian journalists to some extent. 
 
Researching Australian journalists 
This update of the profile of Australian journalists is important, because, unlike in more populous 
countries such as the United States and Germany, where researchers have updated their studies over 
roughly ten-year time frames (Weaver and Wilhoit, 1986, 1996; Weaver et al. 2007 in the United 
States; Scholl and Weischenberg, 1998; Weischenberg et al., 2006 in Germany), in Australia the only 
large study of this kind was conducted in the early 1990s. Henningham’s (1993; 1994; 1995a; 1995b; 
1996; 1998) work in this area stands as exemplary in terms of the detail it provided about Australian 
journalists, having surveyed more than 1400 journalists. Shortly after Henningham’s study, Julianne 
Schultz (1998) examined how Australia journalists dealt with the dilemma of needing to serve notions 
of the Fourth Estate while at the same satisfying their employers’ commercial imperatives. Her study, 
conducted in 1992, was based on a survey of 286 Australian journalists. Since that time, however, 
precious little large-scale research has been conducted on Australian journalists, apart from Brand and 
Pearson’s (2001) study into Australian journalists’ views of their audience, and audiences’ views of 
news. The need for an urgent update of Henningham’s study has been identified previously (Forde 
and Burrows, 2004), but unfortunately a large-scale effort hasn’t been forthcoming so far. Thus, while 
itself limited by a number of factors, this study aims to provide a glimpse of the Australian situation 
by making use of the data gathered as part of the Worlds of Journalisms project and comparing it with 
relevant information gathered by Henningham as well as Brand and Pearson (2001). While there have 
been other surveys of Australian journalists, these were usually based on smaller sub-samples, such as 
Brisbane journalists (Hart, 1981) or country journalists (Pretty, 1993). 
Before embarking on the analysis of this study of 100 Australian journalists, it is important to 
briefly review what we know about how journalism culture in Australia, particularly compared to 
other countries. Australian journalism has, due to the country’s history as a British colony, long had a 
close affiliation with an Anglo-Saxon style of journalism that is to be found particularly in the United 
Kingdom and the United States, but has also been exported to a number of other countries. There are 
broad similarities in the way journalism is practiced in Anglo-Saxon countries, although there are 
some exceptions in regard to some specific aspects as well. For example, Deuze (2002), in comparing 
national news cultures in The Netherlands, Germany, Britain, Australia and the USA, has shown that 
journalists in the Anglo-Saxon countries were more tied to certain functions, with a large number of 
specialist job descriptions, while the two mainland European countries exhibited more holistic 
approaches to job functions. This has resulted in Anglo-Saxon publications being less open to 
personal biases due to an extended gatekeeper chain, but perhaps more open to organisational biases 
(Esser, 1998). Further, while in The Netherlands and Germany there was at least a subset of 
journalists who defined journalism’s watchdog role as a ‘pro-people’ rather than ‘anti-government’ 
stance, Deuze (2002: 142) found that Australian and British journalists rated the adversary role high, 
which, he believed, suggested a Commonwealth tradition in journalism.  
In terms of general demographic aspects, Henningham (1998: 105) found Australian 
journalists to be similar to journalists in other Western countries in being “a young, fairly well-
educated, middle-class group with liberal social values and somewhat left-of-centre political views”. 
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According to Henningham’s survey results, the average age of an Australian journalist in the early 
1990s was 32 years. Two-thirds of journalists were male. While not at the same level as in the United 
States, an increasing number of journalists were university-educated, with 55 per cent having 
undertaken at least some tertiary study. Comparing Australian journalists directly with their US 
counterparts examined by Weaver and Wilhoit (1996), Henningham found broad similarities in the 
ranking of professional values. Thus, Australian journalists were committed to information seeking, 
investigation and advocacy in their work (Henningham, 1998). And while there existed some 
differences as to journalists’ views on ethical issues, broad tendencies in terms of the ranking of 
certain conduct and how acceptable it was, were reasonably similar (Henningham, 1998). As 
mentioned previously, data on role perceptions and ethical values of Australian journalists is 
somewhat out-of-date, particularly considering that there have been numerous important 
developments in journalism since the early 1990s, with the rise of infotainment, technological 
advances, the rise of the internet as news provider being only a few developments which may have 
had an impact on journalists’ beliefs, attitudes, values and role perceptions.  
 
Methodology 
This study was conducted as part of the wider Worlds of Journalisms study, led by German journalism 
researcher Thomas Hanitzsch and conducted almost simultaneously in 19 countries around the world. 
It therefore cannot make any claim to being a complete follow-up study of Henningham’s (1998) 
work, as it is primarily restricted by its much smaller sample size as well as the somewhat different 
questions it asked. However, the study nevertheless allows us to identify some tendencies in 
Australian journalism in the 21
st
 century. The study was based on telephone surveys of 100 Australian 
mainstream journalists, conducted during November 2007 to February 2008. The sample size was due 
to the objectives of the wider study, which aimed to collect representative samples of 100 journalists 
in each country under investigation. In total, 131 journalists were approached about participation in 
the study in order to arrive at the required sample size. Thirty-one journalists declined to participate or 
were unavailable, resulting in a response rate of 76.3 per cent, which is comparable with other surveys 
of this kind (eg. Weaver et al., 2007). 
While the Australian sample size may be small, particularly when compared to Henningham’s 
(1998) original study, the stratified sample strategy allows for some level of reliability of results. In 
all, 20 news organisations were sampled, covering quality and popular newspapers on a national, 
metropolitan and regional level, quality and popular magazines, Australia’s only news agency, as well 
as public and private radio and TV news programs on a national and local level
1
. While this sample 
consists of a much smaller number of organisations than those approached by Henningham (1998), it 
nevertheless allows us to make some comparisons as it covers a similarly diverse range of media.  
In each news organisation, five journalists were chosen on the assumption that there are three 
general levels in the editorial hierarchy, which are based on responsibilities within the newsroom: 
senior managers, junior managers and non-management staff. Senior managers were defined as 
having power to shaper strategic goals of the newsroom, with authority ranging across large divisions 
within the newsroom. Respondents in this category would include job titles such as Editor, Editor-in-
Chief, Managing Editor and News Director. Junior managers were defined as being on the middle 
level of the editorial hierarchy, making operational decisions on a day-to-day basis. Typically this 
included job descriptions such as Bureau Chief, Chief-of-Staff, Section Editor, Executive Producer 
and News Producer. The non-management level consisted of rank-and-file journalists who gathered 
and produced news with usually no or very little editorial responsibilities. In line with the parameters 
set by the Worlds of Journalisms study, journalists were drawn randomly from lists of editorial 
contacts provided in Margaret Gee’s Australian Media Guide (2007), with one journalist in each 
organisation sampled from the senior manager level, one from the junior manager ranks and three 
                                                          
1
 The following news organisations were chosen: The Australian, Australian Financial Review, Sydney Morning 
Herald, The Courier-Mail, Sunshine Coast Daily, Daily Telegraph, Herald Sun, The Bulletin, Who Magazine, 
Australian Associated Press, SBS News, ABC TV News (Sydney), Seven News (Sydney), Nine News (Sydney), 
Network Ten News (Sydney), NBN News (Newcastle), 612 ABC Radio News (Brisbane), 774 ABC Radio 
News (Melbourne), 2GB News (Sydney) and 6PR News (Perth). 
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non-management staff. Respondents were surveyed by telephone and responses were completely 
anonymous, with respondents asked to answer a number of open-ended as well as closed questions.  
 
Results 
In order to find out how Australian journalism has developed since Henningham’s (1993; 1998) 
original survey, it is necessary to make some comparisons along basic demographic information. In 
this regard, a number of questions were quite similar to those posed by Henningham (1993; 1998) 
and Brand and Pearson (2001), and the following section will use these two studies to identify any 
major developments. When examining some of the most basic characteristics such as age, gender, 
education, experience and political beliefs, we can see some development in all aspects when 
comparing this study’s results with previous efforts (see Table 1). 
 
Insert Table 1 here 
 
As could be expected from anecdotal evidence, there has been a further shift towards some form of 
gender equality in the workforce. While Henningham (1998) had found 67 per cent of journalists to be 
male, this number is now down to 60 per cent, a stronger decrease than noted in the United States 
between 1992 and 2002, where gender balance remained the same (Weaver et al., 2007). Yet this 
means men are still in the majority amongst Australian journalists, and the evidence suggests they are 
even more so in positions of authority. However, when examining this finding on the basis of the 
three levels of respondents (senior manager, junior manager and non-management staff), we can see 
that among the non-management staff, 57 per cent of respondents were male. In the junior 
management ranks the gender split was even, while in the senior manager ranks men still by far 
outweigh women, with 16 of 20 respondents being male. While inequality still exists in the higher 
ranks, it would appear that in non-management roles, at least, women are increasingly making an 
impact.  
In terms of university education, a further trend identified already by Henningham (1998) 
could be supported, and it would appear that Australia is rapidly coming in line with other Western 
countries such as the United States and Germany. While historically journalism had been taught on 
the job in cadetships (Henningham, 1998), the vast majority of modern-day journalists are tertiary-
educated. In 2008, three out of four journalists held a university degree, as compared to 66 per cent in 
2000 (Pearson, 2001) and only 35 per cent in 1992 (Henningham, 1998). Correspondingly, the 
number of journalists who only had a high-school degree has fallen from 45 per cent to 16 per cent. 
The figure of 74 per cent tertiary-educated journalists compares well with, for example, the United 
States, where 89 per cent of all journalists hold a degree (Weaver et al., 2007) and Germany, where 69 
per cent of journalists do so (Weischenberg et al., 2006). Indeed, as Deuze (2006) has noted, most 
countries around the world are moving towards a model of predominantly university-educated 
journalists. Interesting in regard to the tertiary education of journalists is to examine what subjects or 
courses these journalists studied while at university. Importantly, in light of claims by the industry 
that graduates are drawn from a vast range of fields, this study finds a large majority (almost 75 per 
cent) of graduates have studied journalism or communication during their degree. This compares with 
only 57.7 per cent of US journalists who studied journalism or another communications field during 
their university degree (Weaver et al., 2006). Therefore, while having studied in another field can 
certainly not be seen as precluding entry to the industry, in Australia we can make out a relatively 
strong preference for those who have actually studied journalism or communication. The traditional 
cadetship, however, may not be of such big importance anymore, with only 53 per cent of respondents 
having completed one.  
While Henningham’s (1998) study found that journalism in Australia was a relatively young 
profession, it seems that the workforce has aged somewhat, with the median age of Australian 
journalists now at 37 years, up from 32 in the early nineties. Weaver et al. (2007) found that in the US 
the median age of journalists had risen similarly, by five years from 36 in 1992 to 41 in 2002. Weaver 
et al. (2007) found there had been a steady movement of the baby-boomer generation through the age 
brackets since the first study was conducted in the early 1970s. This, they argued, coincided with the 
absence of growth in traditional mainstream journalism, resulting in an aging workforce. 
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Weischenberg et al. (2006) noted similar developments in Germany. In accordance with this increase 
in age, Australian journalists are also more experienced, with the study finding a median number of 
12 years spent in the profession as opposed to 10 in 1992. Weaver et al. (2007) noted a similar 
increase in experience, with the US median experience being 15 years in 2002, up from 12 years in 
1992. 
Australian journalists’ political beliefs have traditionally been found to tend towards the left 
spectrum (Pearson and Brand, 2001; Henningham, 1998), and this study can give increased support to 
that notion. Interestingly, it would seem that journalists are even more leftist in their views in 2008 as 
opposed to 1992. While Henningham (1998) had found that 39 per cent of journalists identified 
themselves as left of centre, and Brand and Pearson (2001) noted a shift towards the political centre, 
this study found a majority of 56 per cent identified as left of centre. One reason for this finding may 
lie in the fact that both previous studies presented their journalists with a five-point scale, while this 
study used a seven-point scale, thus allowing for somewhat more detail and perhaps more refined 
notions of political beliefs. Australian journalists do take an active interest in political events, with 78 
per cent saying they are either very or extremely interested in politics, with only 5 per cent stating 
little or no interest in this area. When asked about some specific political beliefs, journalists could be 
identified as supportive of economic liberalism, with only 16.3 per cent agreeing somewhat with the 
statement that “the less the government intervenes in the economy, the better it is for Australia”. On 
the other hand, almost 40 per cent agreed either somewhat or strongly that “the government should 
take measures to reduce differences in income levels”. Only 25 per cent disagreed with this statement, 
an expression perhaps also of the Australian value of egalitarianism.  
A surprising result occured in the level of membership in professional organisations. While 
Henningham’s (1998) survey had found a very high rate of membership in the Australian Journalists’ 
Association (AJA) at 86 per cent, of those surveyed in 2008, only 45 per cent identified themselves as 
members of a professional organisation. Membership was highest among non-management staff, with 
53 per cent of respondents saying they were a member of a union, while only 20 per cent of senior 
managers fell into this category. In addition, of those respondents who were members, almost two-
thirds (64 per cent) described themselves as not active, with the remainder either active (9 per cent) or 
somewhat active (27 per cent). When asked about the need for trade unions in general, only 17 per 
cent disagreed with the statement that “workers need strong trade unions to protect their working 
conditions and wages”. When asked to identify their trust in certain institutions, however, a majority 
of journalists ranked trade unions toward the bottom of the scale, with only political parties, 
politicians, big corporations and religious leaders ranking lower. 
 
 
Identifying Australian journalism culture 
A major point of investigation for this study was the notion of “journalism culture” as identified by 
Hanitzsch (2007). Hanitzsch (2007: 369) argues that while a large number of studies have examined 
cultures of news production, very little work has been undertaken on a conceptual level. Hanitzsch 
(2007) thus developed a framework which would allow us to identify more clearly some of the 
differences and similarities in the way journalism is practised around the world. He identifies three 
essential constituents of journalism culture, referring to the functions of journalism in society 
(institutional roles), notions of reality and what constitutes evidence (epistemologies) as well as how 
journalists deal with ethical problems (ethical ideologies). These constituents are further divided into 
seven principal dimensions. Within the umbrella term of institutional roles, Hanitzsch locates 
questions about the extent to which journalists intervene in the political process and society at large 
(interventionism; ranging from an interventionist to a passive pole), journalists’ position toward 
centres of power (power distance; ranging from adversary to loyal) and the extent to which journalists 
focus on giving the audience what they want to know as opposed to what journalists think they should 
know (Market orientation; ranging from citizen-oriented to consumer-oriented). Hanitzsch’s second 
constituent, epistemologies, relates to, on the one hand, notions of reality and whether it can be 
objectively observed (Objectivism; ranging from correspondence to subjectivism), and on the other 
hand, the way in which a truth claim can be justified by journalists (empiricism; ranging from 
empirical to analytical). The third constituent refers to how journalists deal with ethical problems, 
examining notions of whether ethics are seen as universal rules or depending on individual contexts 
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(relativism; ranging from contextual to universal) and to the consequences of dealing with ethical 
predicaments, differentiating between those journalists who are idealistic believing in a “right” action 
and those who believe that occasionally some harm will be necessary to achieve a positive outcome 
(idealism; ranging from means- to outcome-oriented).  
 
Institutional Roles 
Examining responses to questions concerning the three dimensions of interventionism, power distance 
and market orientation, some long-held assumptions about the role perceptions of Australian 
journalists are validated in this study (see Table 2).  
 
Insert Table 2 here 
 
Journalists favour a passive approach when it comes to intervention in the political process, believing 
that the media should merely report events rather than get involved in them. They argue journalists 
should be absolutely detached observers, rather than set the political agenda, advocate for social 
change or influence public opinion. This approach is in line with most other Western and particularly 
US journalism practices, who believe in journalists as “neutral observers” (Hanitzsch, 2007: 372). In 
terms of the second dimension, power distance, Australian journalists can also be seen to be following 
an adversarial approach. Journalists strongly advocated traditional ideals of journalism’s fourth estate 
function, with a clear majority favouring approaches such as being a watchdog of government and 
business elites, while only very few journalists believed the media should support official policies or 
convey a positive image of political and business leadership. This finding also relates well with 
Deuze’s (2002: 142) comment that the fact Australian and British reporters tended to follow an 
adversarial orientation, suggested a Commonwealth tradition in journalism. 
 In terms of the media’s market orientation, a mixed picture emerges from the results. While 
slightly higher numbers of journalists overall favoured a citizen-oriented approach, the differences 
between the opposing poles were not as large as those for the interventionism and power distance 
dimensions. The citizen-oriented statement that it was important for journalists to provide citizen with 
the information they need to make political decisions actually scored the highest of all answers, with 
79 per cent of all journalists saying this was either extremely or very important in their work. Another 
52 per cent also supported the statement that they tried to motivate people to participate in civic 
activity and political discussion. Yet the consumer-oriented statement that journalists should provide 
their audiences with information that is most interesting also received considerable support, at 61.6 
per cent. Less than half of those surveyed also said it was important to concentrate mainly on news 
that would attract the widest possible audience. So while we can see an overall tendency to a slightly 
more citizen-oriented approach, the differences aren’t that large. One may suggest the reason for this 
could lie in the fact that journalists from quality newspapers and public broadcasters may have 
favoured a citizen-oriented approach, while those from tabloid newspapers and private broadcasters 
would have been more focused on readers as consumers. However, closer inspection of the results in 
this regard reveals very little variance in the responses, and, judging from the responses overall, it 
would appear that there is an increasing convergence in this area, with journalists seeing both 
approaches as important. Hanitzsch (2007) has noted that the consumer-oriented approach is 
increasingly displacing the citizen-oriented focus, and it may be interesting to do a comparison of this 




When journalists where questioned in regard to their beliefs in their work, it became apparent that a 
large majority favours a correspondence approach, which fits with traditional Anglo-Saxon notions of 
a “positivist, rational and empirical way of thinking” (Esser, 1998: 384) (see Table 3).  
 
Insert Table 3 here  
 
According with this correspondence orientation, journalists believe that there is an objectively 
observable truth out there, which they can mirror and not influence in any way (Hanitzsch, 2007: 
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376). Thus, a very large majority of journalists believed that they could remain strictly impartial in 
their work, and their beliefs and convictions did not influence their reporting. Slightly less, but still a 
majority, believed that journalists could depict reality as it is. In contrast, the subjectivist statement 
that they always made clear which side in a dispute had the better position was supported by only a 
very small minority of journalists. In regard to whether journalists justified their truth claims through 
the use of facts or analysis, a mixed picture emerges from the data. It appears that journalists tend 
towards neither of the two extremes, as statements supporting either were agreed on by similar 
numbers of journalists. A very large majority of journalists, for example, agreed with the statement 
that they only made claims if they could be substantiated by hard evidence and reliable sources. Only 
slightly fewer journalists, however, agreed with the analytical statement that they provided analysis of 
events and issues. Other statements supporting an empirically-oriented notion of journalism, such as 
staying away from information that could not be verified and a belief that facts speak for themselves, 
were also supported, albeit by only a small majority. Yet, as Hanitzsch (2007: 377) has pointed out, it 
is quite rare for only one of the two extremes to appear, as most news coverage occupied a mix 
between the two.  
 
Ethical Ideologies 
The role that ethical considerations play in journalism practices has long attracted attention from 
researchers in this area. Hanitzsch’s (2007) model attempts to situate journalists’ ethical beliefs along 
two dimensions, which, when crossed, yield four ethical ideologies: situationists, subjectivists, 
absolutists and exceptionists. These are based on the degree to which journalists believe that ethical 
values need to be universally applied or on a case-by-case basis, as well as whether outcomes should 
be obtained with a ‘right’ action, or whether the outcome itself is more important and could thus allow 
for harm sometimes being necessary to produce a good. Examining the responses in regard to such 
questions of ethics allow us to situate Australian journalism culture within the area of exceptionism. 
According to this definition, Australian journalists “allow moral absolutes to guide their judgments 
but remain pragmatically open to exceptions in so far as these help to prevent negative consequences” 
(Hanitzsch, 2007: 379). The fact that journalists believe there are certain absolutes is reflected in the 
fact that more than two-thirds believe there are ethical principles which should always be followed. 
Correspondingly, the majority disagree with the notion that journalists should formulate their own 
codes of conduct. In terms of idealism, journalists also heavily favour the absolutist approach that 
journalists should always avoid questionable methods of reporting. Yet journalists leave some room 
for interpretation in individual situations with half agreeing that what is ethical in journalism varies 
from one situation to another. Similarly, a majority believe there are situations in which harm is 
justifiable it is results in a greater good, and only a small minority believes harm is always wrong. 
These attitudes align with Hanitzsch’s (2007: 379) definition that exceptionists agree that universal 
ethical principles are important, but they are “also utilitarian for they feel that unconventionable 
practices of reporting may be allowable in very exceptional cases”.  
 
Conclusion 
The above findings of the Australian sample for the cross-cultural Worlds of Journalisms study have 
enabled us to trace some developments in Australian journalists’ demographics that have brought 
them more in line with journalists in other countries such as the United States and Germany, which 
are the only major countries to have conducted large-scale surveys over decades. It needs to be 
pointed out that the original purpose of the study has been to enable researchers to make comparisons 
across countries, which has affected sample size, yet from the results we can make out some definite 
trends. Australian journalists are, on average, somewhat older than they were in the early 1990s, with 
the time spent in the profession also increasing. There have been improvements in gender balance, yet 
men still dominate in senior positions. The number of tertiary-educated journalists has doubled since 
the early 1990s, to the extent that now three out of four hold a university degree. Of those, a further 
three out of four have studied journalism or communication as part of their degree. Journalists appear 
to hold more leftist political views than they did in the 1990s, although this does not seem to have 
affected trade union membership, which has actually decreased markedly.  
Thus, while Henningham (1998:105) saw Australian journalists as a “young, fairly well-
educated, middle-class group with liberal social values and somewhat left-of-centre views”, in 2008 
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we can see that while they are still more likely to be male than female, they are somewhat older, much 
better educated and with more left-leaning political views. It is important, however, that based on the 
methodological issues noted above, these results are validated through a much larger survey that 
would approximate the sample size reached by Henningham (1998). It has been 16 years since that 
survey, and it is surprising how little work has been done in this area on a representative basis. A 
further aspect that has been absent from this study is the impact that issues such as new media and 
convergence have had on journalistic work practices. These were not a main focus of the wider study 
here, yet it is imperative that any representative survey of Australian journalists would investigate 
these aspects. 
In terms of identifying journalism culture, the major purpose of the cross-cultural component 
of this study, Australian journalists can be characterised as following traditional values of the media 
as the fourth estate, which believes it can objectively report on reality. It thus follows some important 
tenets of the objective journalism tradition. The most important values of Australian journalists can be 
seen as passive, adversarial and objective reporters, who try to find a balance in giving their audiences 
what they want but also what journalists think they should know, and who focus on facts in their 
reporting but also try to provide analysis of events and issues. They also believe in some ethical rules 
as being universal, yet at the same time are prepared to make an exception if it produces a greater 
good. These results, while in themselves interesting, will become even more meaningful once they are 
compared to other countries around the world, in order to locate Australia in relation to other cultures. 
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Table 1: Trends in demographic characteristics of Australian journalists 
 19922 20003 20084 
Gender 
Male 67% 61% 60% 
Female 33% 39% 40% 
     
Median age 32 30-34 37 
     
Education 
High School 45% 33% 16% 
Some tertiary 20% n/a 8% 
Tertiary 33% 56% 63% 
Postgraduate 2% 10% 11% 
     
Studied journalism or 
communication 
41% n/a 74.4% 
     
Political beliefs5 
Left of Centre 39% 31.5% 55.8% 
Middle of Road 41% 54.3% 27.4% 
Right of Centre 16% 14.2% 16.8% 
                                                          
2
 As reported in Henningham, 1998 
3
 As reported in Brand and Pearson, 2001 
4
 Worlds of Journalisms study 
5
 Henningham (1998) and Brand and Pearson (2001) measured on five-point scale, Worlds of Journalisms on 7-
point scale. 
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Time spent in 
profession 






Table 2: Journalists’ conceptions of their institutional Roles 
Responses to the question: The following list describes some of the 
things the news media do or try to do. Please tell me on a scale of 1 
to 5 how important is each of these things in your work. 1 means 
you find them extremely important, 2 means very important, 3 
means somewhat important, 4 means little important, and 5 means 






To provide citizens with the information they need to make political 
decisions 
1.81 79 
To act as watchdog of the government 1.93 76 
To be an absolutely detached observer 2.12 71.4 
To act as watchdog of business elites 2.21 67 
To provide the audience with the information that is most interesting 2.24 61.6 
To motivate people to participate in civic activity and political 
discussion 
2.50 52 
To concentrate mainly on news that will attract the widest possible 
audience 
2.74 40 
To advocate for social change 3.02 37 
To influence public opinion 3.17 25.3 
To set the political agenda 3.25 25 
To support official policies to bring about prosperity and development 3.72 15 
To convey a positive image of political and business leadership 4.15 6 
 
 
Table 3: Journalists’ epistemologies and ethical ideologies 
Responses to the question: The following statements describe 
different approaches to news coverage. For each of them, please tell 
me on a scale of 1 to 5 how strongly you agree or disagree. 1 means 
you strongly agree, 2 means somewhat agree, 3 means neither 






I make claims only if they are substantiated by hard evidence and 
reliable sources. 
1.80 80.8 
I provide analysis of events and issues in my work. 1.83 77.8 
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I remain strictly impartial in my work. 2.07 68.7 
There are ethical principles which are so important that they should 
be followed by all journalists, regardless of situation and context. 
2.12 69.7 
I do not allow my own beliefs and convictions to influence my 
reporting. 
2.15 69 
I think that facts speak for themselves. 2.16 63 
Journalists should avoid questionable methods of reporting in any 
case, even if this means not getting the story. 
2.28 62.6 
I think that journalists can depict reality as it is. 2.46 56.3 
I always stay away from information that cannot be verified. 2.51 54.5 
There are situations in which harm is justifiable if it results in a story 
that produces a greater good. 
2.52 56 
What is ethical in journalism varies from one situation to another. 2.79 50 
Ethical dilemmas in news coverage are often so complex that 
journalists should be allowed to formulate their own individual codes 
of conduct. 
3.51 19.2 
Reporting and publishing a story that can potentially harm others is 
always wrong, irrespective of the benefits to be gained. 
3.52 16.3 
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